Introduction {#section1-1049732316669338}
============

People from different walks of life have consistently asked me, "How did you get involved with sex workers?" The first time I was asked this question, I thought people were genuinely interested in knowing what made me advocate for such a stigmatized and marginalized group of women in India. However, I understood the meaning of this question better when Shakti, one of my informants, asked me, "Can you explain to me why of all the topics in this universe, you chose this dirty topic to study? You are so smart and well-educated. I do not understand---why would you do this?" I was quite surprised to hear this question coming from someone who has been in the sex trade for a long time. What really perturbed me was that she referred to the topic as being "dirty." I was a bit confused and decided to probe her further, "What is so dirty about this topic?" She replied,"Well, you should have chosen something else. You are spoiling your life. Don't your parents tell you anything? Do you think once you get married you can do all this? It doesn't matter what you do, didi (sister); this society can never accept *this*. You tell me; when you get married, will your husband tolerate you going out with us? Society thinks we are "bad" women, and by mingling with us, you are ruining your own life."

At that very moment with Shakti, I realized that as a young, unmarried woman, born and raised with "Indian" Hindu middle-class values, I was inviting trouble by transgressing the assigned normative female roles, by being vocal about women's sexual health issues, and by associating with women in the sex trade. My reply seemed unconvincing to Shakti, as she said,"Why are you wasting your time doing this? Unnecessarily, you are jeopardizing your own safety and reputation. Nobody will listen to our stories. Even if they do, they can't do anything about it."

What Shakti described in her narrative is a perfect illustration of [@bibr16-1049732316669338] notion of "courtesy stigma," or stigma experienced by association with stigmatized groups. Stigma, defined by [@bibr26-1049732316669338] as a "co-occurrence of its components---labelling, stereotyping, separation, status loss, and discrimination" (p. 363), and which must occur in the context of a power situation, becomes a real issue for researchers studying the Indian sex industry. For instance, several scholars outside of India studying the sex industry or the topic of sexuality have discussed how stigma has impacted their personal as well as professional lives: It has resulted in sexual objectification by research participants ([@bibr18-1049732316669338]; [@bibr56-1049732316669338]), safety issues ([@bibr20-1049732316669338]; [@bibr37-1049732316669338]), emotional labor pain involved with managing their own negative feelings as well as their participants ([@bibr28-1049732316669338]), and even perceptions that their research topic is unworthy of study ([@bibr2-1049732316669338]; [@bibr24-1049732316669338]; [@bibr38-1049732316669338]). The stigmatized nature of the sex work environment raises several methodological issues and ethical challenges for researchers, and has a direct bearing on the validity of the data collected ([@bibr43-1049732316669338]). However, very little information exists about the effects of the stigmatized and politicized nature of the Indian sex industry on the research process, particularly issues related to gaining access to participants through non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the safety of researchers, and the ethical issues of informed consent, confidentiality, privacy, and respect of sex workers. While several scholars have emphasized that researchers must engage in the ethical practice of reflexivity throughout the research process when working with historically marginalized and stigmatized groups ([@bibr37-1049732316669338]; [@bibr53-1049732316669338]; [@bibr55-1049732316669338]), very few scholars have published their own experiences as observers, collectors, and recorders and how their positionality and emotions in the field affected the research process ([@bibr11-1049732316669338], [@bibr12-1049732316669338]; [@bibr17-1049732316669338]; [@bibr25-1049732316669338]; [@bibr28-1049732316669338]; [@bibr36-1049732316669338]).

Reflexivity, defined by [@bibr35-1049732316669338] as a "multilayered and sustained critical reflection on the conscious and unconscious beliefs, assumptions, attitudes, motivations and actions influencing a researcher" (p. 3), is a powerful tool in uncovering the knowledge creation process. As [@bibr21-1049732316669338] argues, it "not only ensures researchers' accountability for the research, but also reveals the cultural norm of the research setting" (as cited in [@bibr55-1049732316669338], p. 53). [@bibr53-1049732316669338] further reasons that "the absence of reflective practice in most studies conducted 'on' sex workers has, among other things, contributed to a production of knowledge that many sex workers claim does not reflect realities" (p. 626). In other words, the practice of reflexivity enables researchers to bridge the knowledge gap that arises due to the differences between the power, class, and cultures of researcher and participants. Therefore, researchers need to pay particular attention to their emotions; this mediates the relationships that are formed in the field between the researcher and the "object"/participants of the study and the research process. This article fills this gap in knowledge by providing an in-depth, self-reflexive account of the ethical and safety issues faced while conducting a 7-month, field-based ethnographic research project with "flying" or non-brothel-based female sex workers in Kolkata, India. In doing so, it is my hope that future sex work researchers, particularly in the Indian context, will be better prepared to address ethical and safety issues during the planning phase of study.

Research Context and My Background {#section2-1049732316669338}
==================================

In February 2004, I began working as a Project Manager in the sexual health outreach project of an NGO in Kolkata, India, an eastern metropolitan city located in the state of West Bengal. Prior to beginning work on this project, everything I knew about sex workers came from films and newspapers, which repeatedly depicted them as *fallen, wicked, tainted*, and *outcast* women bringing dishonor and shame to their families and society. Women are indoctrinated with these negative societal beliefs about female *prostitutes* through the powerful mechanism of daily socialization. From a very early age, a *good girl* versus *bad girl* binary is ingrained in the minds of young girls which results in divisive thinking. An Indian girl is made to realize that her honor or "*izzat*" in society is tied to her sexuality, which implies that the family's honor is dependent on her sexual conduct. As a result, strict control and vigilance is exercised in society over women's sexuality. The notion of honor or "*izzat*" applies to all women in Indian society, and those who dare to defy the gender norms of sexuality often fall victim to so-called honor crimes and honor killings, which Abu Odeh defines as the killing of a woman by her father or brother for engaging in, or being suspected of engaging in, sexual practices before or outside marriage; honor crimes can also involve different types of manifest violent behavior against a woman, including assault, confinement, imprisonment, interference with choice in marriage, and labeling a woman as a minor or insane (as cited in [@bibr51-1049732316669338], p. 389). Given the life-threatening consequences meted out to women who defy the gender norms of sexuality, I believed that all women were forced into sex work, and I therefore subscribed to the abolitionist perspective on "prostitution." Before I came in contact with this population, I strongly believed that women involved in the sex industry needed to be rescued and rehabilitated.

My involvement in an HIV prevention/sexual health outreach project for sex workers in Kolkata, India, was a sheer coincidence. I had moved to Kolkata, my hometown, after living independently for 8 years in several cities, including Ahmedabad, New Delhi, and Mumbai. I was searching for a job when I came across a project manager's position in the local newspaper. The job posting provided no details, other than the fact that the project was about women and children. I applied for this job and was called for an interview. During the interview, I was informed about the sensitive and complex nature of the work, which involved women prostitutes---who were being referred to as "sex workers"---and HIV/AIDS. I was offered the position despite having no prior work experience with the sex worker population and no knowledge of the HIV/AIDS disease spectrum. The sexual health outreach project was funded by the West Bengal State AIDS Prevention and Control Society (WBSAPCS) and implemented by a faith-based NGO. During my first day on the job, I learned that the position had remained vacant for several months, and that the reason I had been hired immediately was that very few women candidates were willing to risk their image in society by associating with sex workers or an HIV-infected population. Unmindful of the risks and stigma associated with the job, I was drawn to the daring and challenging aspects of this work; that is, I welcomed the opportunity to meet with the invisible/stigmatized segments of society and to become aware of the HIV/AIDS disease.

Working in the NGO's sexual health outreach project brought me an awareness of the everyday struggles and complex realities of the female sex workers who were employed within the project as *peer educators*,^[1](#fn1-1049732316669338){ref-type="fn"}^ and also an awareness of the "courtesy stigma" (Goffman, 1963, as cited in [@bibr4-1049732316669338], p. 61) imposed upon female project staff associated with HIV prevention programs. For instance, there were several aspects of my work that became a constant source of anxiety for my parents. First, they would worry if I returned home after sunset. This was in part due to concerns about my physical safety, but what bothered them most was how neighbors, friends, and relatives would interpret my late return home, as "respectable" women do not stay late at work or return home in the middle of the night. Second, associating with women sex workers was not considered respectable, either. My parents worried what people would think if they saw me with these women, and often asked me to focus on the administrative aspects of the work and to avoid visiting the field sites or participating in public events organized for promoting awareness about HIV. Third, my work made seeking matrimonial alliances for me more difficult. Women are required to be shy, passive, and reticent about matters pertaining to their sexuality, but my job required me to be vocal, open-minded, and aware about the transmission, prevention, and treatment aspects of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), including HIV/AIDS. I realized that in their dealings with prospective partners for me, my parents chose to be discreet about the nature of my work. My personal experience of stigma strengthened my belief that women's subordinate political, economic, and social position in this society makes them most susceptible to HIV and AIDS infection.

Struck by the lived experiences of women operating in diverse sex work settings and the multiplicity of risks that women experience in their daily lives, irrespective of whether or not they are involved in sex trade, I embarked on a doctoral study in August 2005 with the aim of doing "research *with* sex workers" ([@bibr50-1049732316669338]). As the literature noted substantial differences between the risk experiences of women operating from indoor settings (brothels) and the risk experiences of women operating in non-brothel-based settings or on the street ([@bibr39-1049732316669338]), I chose to focus on a highly marginalized sex worker population, namely the "flying" or non-brothel-based female sex workers. The aim of the study was to understand how members of this group perceive the risk of HIV in the context of other risk experiences in their lives. Unlike their counterparts residing in brothels, non-brothel-based female sex workers have no fixed place or time of operation. They work independently and solicit their clients directly from public places such as bus stations, railway stations, ferry stations, or spaces marked for public recreation or sports, such as cinema halls, parks, resorts, or clubs. They are highly mobile because it allows them to escape the permanent stigma that arises from residing in brothels ([@bibr45-1049732316669338]). Departing from the prevalent knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and practices (KABP) survey-based approach used in most HIV risk-related research conducted among sex workers in India, I instead chose "cultural biography" ([@bibr15-1049732316669338]), a method that combines the use of life history and participant observation (a defining tool of ethnography). The 7-month ethnographic study (December 2009--July 2010) was implemented in two stages. In the first stage, I collected 46 short life-portraits. In the second stage, I collected three in-depth life history portraits. Both the short life-portraits and the life history interviews were collected using a maximum variation sampling approach ([@bibr29-1049732316669338]) and repeated interview methodology ([@bibr54-1049732316669338]).

I approached my doctoral research project using feminist standpoint epistemology, as this enables the researcher to examine the impact of risk on the life course of women in sex work (past, present, future) by considering "risks in particular times and places and through the voices of particular informants" ([@bibr5-1049732316669338], p. viii). The main findings of this doctoral study have been published elsewhere ([@bibr45-1049732316669338], [@bibr46-1049732316669338]). However, because "research is a process, not just a product" ([@bibr14-1049732316669338], p. 82), I provide in this article a self-reflexive account of the *process* of doing field-based ethnographic research with non-brothel-based sex workers in Kolkata, India. First, I provide a discussion of the ethical issues encountered while accessing the population through the NGO's sexual health outreach projects, and the precautions a researcher needs to take to ensure the ethics of informed consent, confidentiality and privacy of participants, as well as the issue of participant remuneration. Second, I discuss how navigating the sensitive and stigmatized nature of the sex industry enabled me as a researcher to establish contact and rapport with the participants, and to gain a more *truthful* account of the sex workers' lives and the stigma associated with the sex industry. Third, I discuss the safety issues and the methodological insights gained from negotiating the "insider--outsider" dilemma with sex workers in the field. Finally, I conclude with my reflections on the advantages of using critical ethnography as an approach to studying a stigmatized and marginalized population.

Negotiating Ethical Issues With NGOs as Gatekeepers {#section3-1049732316669338}
===================================================

"Gatekeeper" is a term used in research to refer to individuals, organizations, and groups that act as intermediaries between researchers and participants and have the power to grant or withhold access to the participants for study ([@bibr6-1049732316669338]; [@bibr9-1049732316669338]; [@bibr33-1049732316669338]). [@bibr37-1049732316669338] aptly uses the phrase "layers of access" to describe the complexity involved with the issue of gaining access and acceptance into the sex industry. In my study with non-brothel-based female sex workers operating from multiple field sites, I too had to seek approval from several layers of formal and informal gatekeepers ([@bibr33-1049732316669338]) but as [@bibr6-1049732316669338] explains, concerns about methodology, representation, and intrusion can make the relationship between researcher and gatekeepers difficult and tenuous. I approached three different local NGOs in Kolkata, India, to gain access to the participants through their sexual health outreach projects. The projects were all funded by the National AIDS Control Organization (NACO), a division of the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare that provides leadership to HIV/AIDS control programs in India. Ethical clearance for this study was gained from the University of South Carolina, Columbia, and from local organizations. Pseudonyms have been used to conceal the identity of the participants. NGOs have not been identified to further maintain privacy and confidentiality of the participants.

First, I approached Organization "A," a community-based organization reaching out to women sex workers in Kolkata, India. I went through a rigorous 3-month process of obtaining the organization's ethics review board approval prior to gaining access to the sexual health outreach projects of the organization. Despite having obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, which required submission of field instruments, I was frequently grilled for information by the Project Manager on the methodology of my study. My fieldwork was interrupted twice by the Project Manager as I used a conversational approach to interviewing instead of using the standardized survey-based questions:"We could only allow you to continue visiting the projects, if you provide me with a detailed list of your questions. If it was a matter of 1 month or few weeks, then it was not a problem, but you are going to stay here for six months, which is a long time. Therefore, we need a detailed list of your interview questions."

It was evident from the above response of the Project Manager that, as gatekeepers, they wanted to control my access to information by making decisions about what questions I should be asking the respondents, who I should be interviewing, and which sites I should be visiting. In my meeting with the project manager and chief advisor of the organization, I was informed that my questions had upset the women, as I had asked them sensitive questions about income. I explained the context in which this question was asked to the participants, but the Project Manager's reply to me was unyielding:"It is not a problem if women pose questions to you, but you have to be careful while posing questions to them. You can ask them how many customers they have in a day, but not what your income is. Also, if you ask them how much you pay to goons and police, they will tell you an amount they pay but whatever answer they give is utter non-sense."

After meeting with the Project Manager and the Chief Advisor of the organization, it became evident that they wanted me to depict women as empowered and liberated women who wanted sex work to be recognized as a legitimate profession, which very much aligns with the political stance of the organization. In addition to facing ideological differences with regard to the issue of sex work, I was also asked not to remunerate the participants for the time they devoted to the research project; instead, this amount should be given to the NGO. In agreeing with the organization, I would be going against the ethical protocol of both the organization's ethics board and the University of South Carolina IRB committee. Therefore, after spending 4 weeks observing the sexual health clinic and outreach services of this organization, I decided to terminate our collaboration and approach other organizations to gain access to the participants of the study.

The second organization I approached was Organization "B," reaching out to street-based sex workers in Kolkata, India, with a rescue and rehabilitative approach to sex work. I was twice refused access to the participants by the director of the organization, on the grounds that the organization was in the process of streamlining the project with new staff, and including any new assignments would further complicate the process. The organization could have informed the peer educators about the study and made their participation in the project voluntary, but the option to participate in the research project was not officially communicated to the members of the community. As suggested by [@bibr22-1049732316669338], I tried to convince the organization by volunteering my expertise in project management and helping them carry out the streamlining of the project activities, but was refused access to the participants nevertheless. I suspected that because I did not agree with the organization's rescue and rehabilitative approach to sex work/prostitution, its leaders feared that too much would be revealed about the organization through my long-term engagement with the participants.

The third organization I approached was Organization "C," which provided outreach to rural-based sex workers with a service delivery orientation to sex work. The organization viewed their role as being restricted to outreach that provided information to the community about the government's programs and services. Unlike NGOs "A" and "B," this organization mostly served women sex workers operating in the suburbs and rural areas of Kolkata. In a telephone conversation with a member of the governing body, I was given permission to seek access to the participants through their sexual health outreach projects, but faced with similar issues of strict control and vigilance over the methods employed in gaining access to the participants; I could only work with them for 4 months.

Finally, I decided to work independently. The process of trying to recruit participants without the gatekeepers/NGOs was difficult and time-consuming, but proved to be a beneficial strategy as it allowed for a holistic understanding of the issues of women in the sex industry. I was able to speak to participants who were unwilling to participate in the NGOs' activities or were too busy to visit the NGOs' clinics. Knowing that I was working independently allowed women to openly share their views about the role of NGOs in their lives, which did not occur when interviewed on the premises of the NGOs. In the section below, I discuss the ethical issues faced when accessing participants through the NGOs and the strategies used to counter these ethical challenges.

How to Ensure Informed Consent? {#section4-1049732316669338}
-------------------------------

The principle of informed consent requires that the research participants be made fully aware of the risks, benefits, and participation procedure involved in the research prior to beginning data collection. However, in both Organizations "A" and "C," the informed consent of the participants was taken for granted based on their membership in the organization. The counselor and project manager handed me a list of names of peer educators whom I could interview for the study. Despite my insistence on obtaining the informed consent from the peer educators, the organizational practice mandated the peer educators' participation in research. When I tried to explain to the staff the importance of obtaining informed consent, the counselor in Organization "C" intervened to say the following:"That won't be necessary because these women work for us (organization) and you can ask them questions. They report to \[our\] office so you can easily get their interviews. I will have to assign them to you or else you won't be able to interview them."

Other studies examining sex workers' perspectives on research ethics in India and the Philippines also found that informed consent was constrained by several social and contextual factors, such as perceived government coercion, feelings of exploitation, and participant skepticism that the research would not result in any direct community benefit ([@bibr32-1049732316669338]; [@bibr49-1049732316669338]). Based on the findings of their study examining female sex workers' experiences with research ethics in Andhra Pradesh, India, scholars argued that informed consent needs to be understood as a process and not merely the signing of a form. They recommended that IRB should require researchers to include in the informed consent form the safety implications and protections for female sex workers against fears of arrest, violence, and economic loss, as the standard ethical guidelines being implemented in the region do not fully respond to the values and expectations of the study population ([@bibr32-1049732316669338]).

Several participants, especially those with whom I had built rapport and trust, expressed during interviews their resentment over the organization's practice of mandating their participation in these projects:"Just because we work here that does not mean I got to narrate my stories to everyone that comes to this project. (Saraswati, 35 years)"

Similarly, Shristi, a community representative of Organization "A," had the following to say:"I don't like the way they keep showcasing us in front of anyone who comes to the project. They can provide general information but why should they escort these people and introduce us as "sex workers." I don't like this practice of theirs. You can't trust these other people and there is no way to control what these other people are going to do with the information. You tell me? (Shristi, 28 years)"

The narratives of Shristi and Saraswati give credence to [@bibr1-1049732316669338] argument that, to avoid encountering "outright lies, omissions, and sad stories" by sex workers (p. 6), researchers should employ long-term participation observation methods, which place emphasis on establishing respect, trust, and rapport. In my study, even though the organization mandated the participation of the sex workers, I elected to take the time to inform the women about the research project and establish rapport with them if they showed any signs of non-verbal resistance to the project.

How to Maintain Confidentiality and Privacy of the Participants? {#section5-1049732316669338}
----------------------------------------------------------------

The issue of confidentiality and privacy is of critical importance in working with the sex worker population because a woman publicly exposed as a sex worker can face severe life-threatening consequences, such as arrest, eviction from home, violence, social boycott, and so on ([@bibr45-1049732316669338]). Similar to the findings of an India-based study examining female sex workers' perspectives on research ethics ([@bibr32-1049732316669338]), I too witnessed instances when NGO staff violated the privacy of the participants by revealing information about their lives, or mistreated the women by essentializing their identity as a sex worker and ignoring other aspects of their lives. For instance, even when NGO project staffs were knowledgeable about confidentiality issues with regard to HIV/AIDS clients and sex workers, this knowledge did not translate into their actions. On several occasions, I was informally asked by the counselor and other project staff members to provide them with the names of the interviewed participants, on the pretext that they would like to encourage the participation of people who had not yet participated. Once, after reviewing the list of interviewed participants, the counselor from Organization "C" confronted me and asked why certain names were missing when she clearly recalled those women had spent time talking with me. I made the mistake of explaining to her that the names were not included in the list because they did not want to participate in the project, and had said explicitly that they were not "sex workers." On hearing this, the counselor scheduled a meeting with each of these women and confronted them about why they had told me that they were not in sex trade. This incident created a very awkward situation for me, and I apologized to the affected participants, stating that I was unaware of the counselor's intentions when she asked for the list. After this incident, I became very careful not to share any information about the women with the office staff, and consequently included all names and provided them with remuneration, just to avoid further conflicts and confrontation between the NGO staff and peer educators.

The physical environment in which research interviews are conducted is also an important aspect to be considered in ensuring confidentiality, privacy, and respect for the participants. Studies have found that when women sex workers are interviewed in their workplaces, particularly in the presence of their employers, they feel restricted and compelled to tailor their responses into "safe" answers to maintain their positive image within the organization ([@bibr49-1049732316669338]). In my study, I experienced similar problems when asked by Organizations "A" and "C" to interview participants in the presence of other staff. Most of the women, when approached, would provide a rehearsed response, such as "I use condoms, how will HIV happen to me," and they would limit the focus of their conversations to their knowledge of HIV transmission and prevention. As I listened to their responses, the non-verbal communications of the participants clearly suggested to me that they feared upsetting the organization relations and therefore tailored their responses into safe conversations that related directly to the NGO's activities. I quote the following narrative excerpt from Saraswati, my key informant at one of the solicitation sites, to further illustrate that women in sex work are averse to research methodologies that treat them like "guinea pigs" without any regard for their privacy, confidentiality, or sentiments:"I like the way you spend time with us on the field. You bought that girl an ice-cream even when she refused to spend time with you. You extended your understanding toward her. She was desperate for work and instead of getting angry you bought her an ice-cream to cool her head. This is what I like. We don't mind being asked questions. Ask us as many questions you want, but if you are going to ask me whether or not I use condoms, then I am not going to answer. Will you like to be asked this question? Why are we asked this same question again and again? You know, this explains why the girls in "pandua" (name of the brothel site) strip their clothes off in defiance when they are posed with these types of insolent questions from researcher (referring to researchers using survey-based approach). They are doing right. They are teaching these researchers a good lesson. I know you are doing "research," but we will talk about these things to people whom we trust, our friends. I can't talk to strangers and it is even worse being posed questions by male researchers about our sexual practices."

Should Participants be Remunerated for the Time Allotted in the Research Project? {#section6-1049732316669338}
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Use of monetary incentives to recruit participants for HIV studies, be they clinical trial studies or social and behavioral studies, remains a controversial issue ([@bibr10-1049732316669338]; [@bibr41-1049732316669338]; [@bibr48-1049732316669338]). For [@bibr36-1049732316669338], who has conducted research on the "indoor sex markets" of Britain, paying sex workers for gaining access to information about their life experiences is similar to the situation of a client paying the sex worker for gaining access to her body, and is therefore highly exploitative. [@bibr27-1049732316669338], however, who has conducted an ethnographic study with drug-using sex workers in Brooklyn, New York, contends that providing modest remuneration to women is only a fair practice, one that also encourages participation. Similarly, an India-based study, which aimed at understanding female sex workers' experiences with ethical issues of confidentiality, privacy, and respect, reported women's resentment toward studies requiring long wait times for participation, as this interferes with their ability to earn the daily income necessary to meet their basic survival needs. As a result, the authors recommend that research ethics protocol should require researchers to address the additional burdens that may be unduly imposed on women's time ([@bibr32-1049732316669338]).

One of the most complicating aspects of this research was the NGOs' resistance to the idea of offering remuneration directly to the participants for their time and involvement in the research project, especially when they were being approached during their work hours. According to the NGOs, providing remuneration to the participants for their time allotted to the project sets a bad precedent in the community. As one of the counselors employed with Organization "C" explained,"If you tell them about money, they will get greedy. You won't be able to manage. So I would suggest don't tell them. Just give them a small gift or souvenir towards the end."

Similarly, a governing body member of Organization "C," who did not approve of participants being offered monetary compensation for their time, said,"It is good that you want to pay them but you have to understand that it is going to raise problems for us on the field and other researchers too. After you are gone, these women will demand for money from us in future when they are asked to participate in any form of research activity. You can pay them but not everyone can afford to pay them. So it will be my "request" to you that you do not commit to any form of payment to the participants on the field."

On the contrary, the peer educators opined strongly in support of women receiving remuneration for the time allotted toward this project, their views were often silenced and went unheard within the project. Saraswati, a peer educator in Organization "C," said,"You should stick to your decision of remunerating the participants. If you give them money, they can use it based on their need. You should not listen to their views on buying for us something. Everybody does not need the same thing. So it will be better if you give them cash."

As noted by [@bibr44-1049732316669338], incentives are problematic only when used by researchers to encourage participation in the presence of avoidable or unreasonable risks, but when monetary incentives are used by researchers to minimize the risks of the participants, it is not an ethical problem. In my study, the participants received remuneration, which ranged from \$2 (Rs. 100) to \$10 (Rs. 500) depending on the amount of time allotted to the project.

The most striking aspect of the interaction with the NGO's project staff was the manner in which the issue of remuneration was being dealt with and debated. For instance, there was no effort made to consult the peer educators, who work as staff within the project, on how to resolve the issue of informed consent, confidentiality, and participants' right to remuneration. I quickly learned that the peer educators had very little power to influence decisions arrived at by the project staffs, who were members outside of the sex industry. For instance, the peer educators' involvement was restricted to bringing "*patients*" to the sexual health clinics of the organizations. They were not consulted or involved in making decisions concerning other aspects of the project, such as project planning and budgeting; therefore, in all three NGOs, a high turnover rate was commonly reported among peer educators. The limited involvement of peer educators also reflects how NGOs exert their power and influence on the sex workers whom they want to empower. Despite being resentful of the ways in which NGOs produce and reproduce inequalities, peer educators participate in the oppressive practices of the NGOs because membership in a NGO/HIV prevention program creates opportunities for mobilization and incentives ([@bibr40-1049732316669338]). As [@bibr40-1049732316669338] notes, "HIV prevention is a performance, rhetoric and a resource available to sex workers as well as NGOs" (p. 65).

This section has shown that gaining access to the participants through NGOs is not a simple process. Rather, it involves careful negotiation and implementation of research processes such as the assurance of informed consent, the maintenance of confidentiality and privacy of participants, and the remuneration of participants. It is important that, prior to beginning data collection, researchers organize educational sessions/meetings---individual meetings as well as group meetings---for NGO's project staff, to reduce their anxieties about the research findings and how these findings might impact their project funding. As NGOs are the gatekeepers, their practices often go unquestioned by "naïve" first-time researchers in the sex industry, especially those who are dependent on an NGO for field-related assistance such as translation, transcribing, or cultural knowledge. IRB's put naïve researchers in danger by not raising these critical questions prior to beginning fieldwork. In my case, I brought to the field 2 years of work experience with sex workers and various stakeholders, such as NGOs, funding organizations, and HIV professional staff in the region. In addition, my non-resident Indian (NRI) status encouraged a perception of me as a "foreigner" in my own country, which gave me a lot of leeway to do things that were forbidden for other Indian women residing in the country. What's more, as the study was funded by a Fahs-Beck Research and Experimentation Doctoral Dissertation Award, it was lent importance in the eyes of NGOs, which was beneficial as I was not totally dependent on the NGOs for logistic support and access to the participants. Agreeing with [@bibr28-1049732316669338] that relying solely on an NGO's project staff for access to participants can introduce bias into the findings, I reached out to a larger sample of women by contacting them directly at their solicitation sites.

Challenges to Building Trust and Rapport With Stigmatized Participants {#section7-1049732316669338}
======================================================================

Establishing rapport with stigmatized participants is not a simple and straightforward process; often, a researcher faces resistance---manifested in the form of unwillingness to talk, avoidance of the questions posed by the researcher, and the provision of inconsistent responses---even when informed consent is obtained and participation is made voluntary ([@bibr3-1049732316669338]). I concur with [@bibr3-1049732316669338] that it is only by becoming aware of the unequal power dynamics inherent in the researcher--participant relationship that researchers can develop sensitivity to the "participants' positions as resistors of power" (p. 419) and work toward minimizing their effects. In my study, I found inconsistencies in the narratives of women. In the first encounter, women would provide me with a story that depicted them as victims who were forced into the sex industry. I saw these narratives change after a relationship of trust and rapport had been built with the women and they felt they had a say in the interview process. For instance, in the second or third meetings, the narratives reflected a sense of women's agency and voice, as they spoke of sex work being a conscious decision over other employment opportunities available to them. Sex work was described as an occupation that pays them well and provides them the flexibility to juggle the responsibilities of being a nurturer as well as a provider ([@bibr46-1049732316669338]). Some of the structural issues that acted as barriers to the formation of rapport and trust with the participants were their fears of being reported in the media and their prior experiences with survey-based research/researchers.

Fear of Being Reported in the Media {#section8-1049732316669338}
-----------------------------------

Quite a few of the women feared being reported in the media or written about in the newspapers. Many would not vocalize their fears and instead chose to maintain formality and distance from me. One of the women asked, "You won't give it in the newspapers or in the TV. Will you?" These anxieties came up quite often, especially during the beginning stages of the research. They intensified when I requested to tape record one of the focus group discussion meetings with the women. One of the peer educators spoke in a hostile tone, "Why do you need to tape record? That is not right. If you want you can just take notes or else we don't want to participate in all this." I could sense from her reaction that insisting on tape recording or explaining the reasons for tape recording would result in jeopardizing my relations with them. I chose not to tape record the group meeting and also clarified that without their informed consent, I did not have the right to tape the session and that it would be ethically wrong. Quite a few women wanted to know why I wanted to tape record instead of taking notes in my diary. I took this opportunity to explain to them that it helped me to take verbatim accounts of their lives and also to better understand the situation if I listened to their stories in another time and place. The key was to maintain a polite and calm demeanor throughout and genuinely respond to their questions and concerns. I often said, "If I were you, I would have also asked these questions." This statement made a huge difference, as it immediately calmed the whole atmosphere. A few of the women who understood the research process chose to then explain to other participants that the purpose of tape recording was to communicate their views in their own words and voices. I also needed to translate the accounts from the Bengali or Hindi language to English, so when I spoke about translation issues, they seemed convinced. The more I shared the process of conducting research with them, the more they were willing to cooperate with the tasks involved in the research.

Prior Experiences With Outside Researchers {#section9-1049732316669338}
------------------------------------------

Most of the research conducted with female sex workers in India has typically relied on survey-based research methods and has focused on their sexual health alone, and this has resulted in a feeling among the women that research treats them as sexual objects. Thus, I found women interacting with me based on their prior experience with research. As one of the participants said to me upon our introduction, "All you want to know is how many clients I do, and how many condoms I use. You can ask me now so that I am done with it and can do my work." In the first few weeks, women did not open up, and only provided information pertaining to either what the organization did, or what their role was in the organization. [@bibr31-1049732316669338] would explain this type of participant response as being influenced by the context of discursive control, by which she means that as peer educators are employed within the organization and avail themselves of opportunities and resources---both intellectual and material---through the organization, women's accounts would mimic the dominant discourse that prevails within the organization. To illustrate, women would introduce themselves with "Hello, I am a 'flying' sex worker" in Organization "A," even when in reality these women did not want to be viewed as "sex workers."

Some of the specific strategies that were effective in reducing the fears and anxieties of women surrounding their involvement with this project, and which resulted in increased participation, are explained below.

Practice of Mutuality and Reciprocity {#section10-1049732316669338}
-------------------------------------

Engaging in the practice of mutuality and reciprocity played an important role in mitigating and bridging our differences and in forming close ties with my study participants. I not only offered to help them carry out the clinic activities, but also helped the organization by assuming the responsibility of organizing the monthly focus group meetings with the women, during which I informed and educated the women about STDs, including HIV and AIDS. Many women were grateful to me for providing them with information about post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) and emergency contraceptive pills (ECP), as they found the information particularly relevant for helping women survivors of rape and sexual assault. While interacting with the women in the solicitation sites or during clinic hours, I learned that many of them had not had the opportunity to have their meals, and had gone hungry the whole day while running pillar to post. Hence, I made it a point to carry some refreshments along with me to the clinic, and offered women food or tea on the solicitation sites too. This gesture was appreciated by the women; as Madhu said, "I wish I could get food served on my plate every day like this." Further, I used a conversational style of interviewing, which gave women the opportunity to ask questions themselves, and which played an important role in balancing the power hierarchy that existed between me and my study participants. For example, while I asked questions about their lives, the women in turn asked me questions about my life in the United States, marriage, family, relationships, work, siblings, sexuality, age, and so on. There were times I also felt guilty about using their life stories to advance my career, but as I immersed myself into their contexts, I could help them deal with their daily problems, such as learning how to recharge their phones, use their automated teller machine (ATM) cards, or seek consultation from doctors. I helped them obtain information about schools and residential homes for their children, provided writing assistance on forms, brought medicines for general ailments, and so on. Reaching out to help them with what might be considered mundane activities provided more opportunities to interact and gain deeper insights about their lives.

Calm Demeanor and Sense of Humor {#section11-1049732316669338}
--------------------------------

Maintaining a calm demeanor and a sense of humor was essential in handling the tenuous relationships with these women. For example, it is easy to get offended by the non-stop sexual jokes and gestures that women make toward each other, when in reality they are just trying to evoke reactions from an unfamiliar researcher. It is their way of testing the researcher's credibility and character ([@bibr36-1049732316669338]). On one occasion, a few women tried to joke about my singlehood by raising speculations about my sexual orientation. Chulbuli said,"Didi (sister), you might feel very lonely after you go outside this office. You need someone to talk to. Right now, you are with us and you are talking to us. You probably feel good, but later you need someone, so you should have a girl-friend."

I responded, "Well, if I find the right boy, I will certainly marry. What to do if I do not find a boy?" Reema interjected, "We said 'girl-friend'; we did not say boy-friend." All the other women laughed heartily at this statement and waited to hear me react, but by choosing not to react and instead showing my amusement too, I demonstrated to them that I was serious about my interactions with them.

Maintaining Rapport Both In and Out of the Field {#section12-1049732316669338}
------------------------------------------------

Maintaining a rapport both in and outside the premises of the organization proved essential in nurturing the relationships with women. This was made possible by contacting them over the telephone, spending time with them after the clinic hours, and conducting home visits. Each woman contacted was given the choice of either contacting me on their own or having me contact them at their specified time. I respected whichever choice they made, handed them my number, and followed up with them later in person or via phone. Quite a few of the women gave me specific times of the day to call and also warned me about not mentioning their involvement with the sex trade on the phone. For instance, Madhuri, who wanted me to call her, said, "Don't talk about all 'this' (sex work) when I answer the call at home. Nobody knows in my family." When I tried to contact them on their cell phones, I found most of the women's numbers were switched off during the morning and afternoon hours. I later learned from them that they keep two phone numbers, and switched their SIM cards upon reaching home to avoid harassing calls from their customers. I also realized that following up with the women on their phones at their given times made them feel important and also formed the impression in their mind that I was serious about my work with them. Quite a few women showed interest in keeping my number as they planned to call me in times of trouble, such as after arrests by police or when harassed by clients. I felt comfortable giving away my telephone number because most of the times women just wanted to consult and seek advice. Moreover, they were fully aware of my limitation as they knew I was risking my reputation by associating with them. Asking for telephone number was their way of testing me---to see how far I could go. Even though I felt that they were very protective of me in the field. However, to avoid creating any unrealistic expectations of me in the field, I ensured that women understood that I was doing research and could only link them to existing resources within the community.

Maintaining a Reflexive Journal {#section13-1049732316669338}
-------------------------------

Throughout the data collection phase, I maintained a reflexive journal to record my own experiences, beliefs, thoughts, assumptions, and feelings, which allowed me to better understand how concepts of positionality and intersectionality ([@bibr47-1049732316669338]) impact my relationship with the study participants. For example, my uneasiness about women's garish attires in the field and dark lipsticks made me aware of how embedded social class was into my consciousness. Upon deeper reflection I was able to understand that women's garish attire and demeanor were meant to make them stand out in the crowd, and that this was the only way to differentiate themselves from the women not in the profession. Similarly, my uneasiness about being introduced to the partners/clients of study participants made me aware of the prevalent gender inequality and the sexual objectification of women in Indian society.

Paying Attention to Non-Verbal Cues, Culture, and Silences on the Field {#section14-1049732316669338}
-----------------------------------------------------------------------

In her book *Fictions of Feminist Ethnography*, [@bibr52-1049732316669338] argues that the notion of agency cannot be reduced to speaking alone. Instead, the notion of agency should include a reading of silences, and should regard women's refusal to speak as a way of resisting the power structures. I too think that sex work researchers need to pay special attention to the non-verbal cues and silences maintained by women in the field, as it has implications for the validity of the data collected. For instance, words like "sex work," "condoms," and "HIV/AIDS" were never uttered in public; instead, women would say "I do this" \[i.e., sex work\] or "I use it" \[i.e., condoms\] to remain discreet about their association with the sex industry. In addition, words like "penis" and "condoms" were referred to as "maal" (thing) and "jama" (clothing) or "tupi" (cap) in their discussions to maintain secrecy about their work. This also exemplifies that women are not passive recipients of oppressive practices, rather they are actors and co-creators of their reality---using their agency to sometimes transgress the patriarchal boundaries and at other times reinscribing them.

This section has illustrated that to form a rapport with stigmatized participants, researchers need to pay attention to the issues of power and unequal relationships inherent in research interactions ([@bibr30-1049732316669338]; [@bibr31-1049732316669338]; [@bibr35-1049732316669338]). Scholars like [@bibr35-1049732316669338] and [@bibr3-1049732316669338] suggest that maintaining a reflexive journal during fieldwork can enable researchers to make sense of their participants' inconsistent responses, silences, indifferences, and avoidance.

Safety Issues and Methodological Insights Gained From Negotiating the Insider--Outsider Dilemma in the Field {#section15-1049732316669338}
============================================================================================================

Much has been written in the literature about the harms experienced by female sex workers ([@bibr34-1049732316669338]), but we know little about what risks and dangers exist for female researchers who wish to study the Indian sex industry. This section discusses the safety issues for sex work researchers and the methodological insights gained in occupying the "spaces between the insider or outsider status" ([@bibr13-1049732316669338], p. 60).

According to [@bibr37-1049732316669338], while one anticipates experiencing the obvious risks, such as physical risks, legal risks, health risks, and personal risks, when associating with stigmatized and marginalized populations, it is the emotional risks of doing sex work research that are significant and that need to be carefully reflected upon and managed by researchers. Although I was an outsider to the sex industry, as an unmarried woman I experienced a lot of anxiety, tension, and psychological trauma just standing alongside women at their solicitation sites and listening to the women's narratives of rape, abuse, client harassment, stigma, discrimination, and public ridicule. The general public at these sites looked at me with disdain and suspicion which made it difficult for me to focus on the research process. On one occasion, while observing one of the solicitation sites from a distance, one of the peer educators expressed concerns about my outsider status, saying mockingly, "If you want to study us, then you have to stand with us. Then only you will understand better and learn a lot about our lives." Standing alongside the peer educators in the field made the dynamics of the trade more visible to the eye. All of a sudden, a few males started doing the rounds, speculating as to whether I was the "new girl" in the business. Finally, one man walked toward me and said, "Log korbe" (Will you do men?). Before I could respond, the peer educators spoke in unison, "No, she is not into this." He stepped back, alarmed at their chorus reply, but did not appear to be convinced, as this is a normal reaction for women in the industry when a "new girl" tries to solicit work for herself in the same venue. One of the peers, in a very composed tone, said to him, "Look, she is not from here. She has come from \[the United States\] to do 'research' on our 'project' and is working in our 'office.'" I was relieved when I heard them say this in public, because there were others who were also curious about my interactions with this group. From the manner in which he approached me, and the fact that he asked me if I was interested in "doing men," it was apparent that he was one of the middlemen (pimps) in the sex trade business. Although this was quite an unsettling experience for me, it gave me a better understanding of the contexts and the key players of the trade. I kept my gaze on the women and maintained a calm demeanor throughout the rest of my stay in the field. I found it difficult to block all the negative thoughts, as I worried about being followed home by the customers or middlemen. I was wrong to think that nobody would notice me in the crowd. These women were always the "spotlight." Although the business remains invisible to outsiders, the operations of this business and speculations on the workings of these women is very much a part of local knowledge. Only the "insiders" (the women, their customers, the middlemen, and local businesses that depend on these women) would know how these spaces were utilized at different times of the day. Having spent time with these women in the field, I went back to the center and further explored my understanding of the experiences. Being open to the women about my feelings, asking more not-knowing questions, and maintaining a nonjudgmental stance all created the space necessary for co-constructing cooperation with my participants ([@bibr8-1049732316669338]). Trishna, a 48-year-old participant who could sense my anxiety, tried to comfort me by saying, "It is quite possible that if you stand with us, people will approach you, but the most important question that you should think of is how to tackle this problem?" She held my attention, teaching me something that I did not really think of. I was so gripped by the fear of being perceived as one of them that my mind could barely think any longer. She said, "Whenever you are approached by a customer, you should look straight into their eyes and speak loudly 'you are \[making\] the mistake of confusing diamonds with glass." It was interesting that she referred to me as a "diamond" and herself as "glass" that can be easily broken and is less precious, but her advice was comforting and also conveyed to me something about her sense of self.

Personal safety became an underlying issue when meeting the women outside of the organizational settings, as there are moments in the field when insider--outsider status gets blurred and the researcher experiences a deep sense of stigma and marginalization as a result. In particular, what really had a chilling effect on me were the study participants' stories of being betrayed by their own female friends. For instance, Kavi, when asked how she got into the trade, said,"Like I am telling you my stories, I told my friend my difficulties and problems. She then asked me to come to a place for work. I entered this room and there was this man. She had taken money from him and convinced me into doing *this* (*sex work*). I couldn't do anything. I needed the money too."

Similarly, Geetanjali, a life history informant who has been practicing in the sex trade, said,"It is hard to figure out the intents and motives of people you interact with here. You might consider them to be your friends based on the sweet and nice behavior displayed by them but you never know what \[is\] going on in their minds."

Hearing repeatedly the stories of betrayal and deceitfulness from women made it difficult to decide whether or not to accept women's invitations for home visits. It felt intimidating to visit the homes of the women alone because most of them resided in remote rural areas on the outskirts of the city with minimal transportation facilities. Each time I tried to schedule a home visit, my mother would say, "Be careful, you never know, they might sell you, too." Her concern was genuine given that women spoke about being introduced into the trade through other women who they considered friends. Also, because quite a few women took clients in their homes, visiting them at home introduced the risk of becoming visible to their clients. Not paying much heed to my mother, as I could sense her bias toward the women, I sought advice from the NGOs and was strictly cautioned by the project manager against home visits:"I would suggest not conducting these home visits. You never know what to expect. They might have customers. You are completely on your own and we won't be able to do much when you go so far away. I would say you should avoid home visits."

Not getting much support from the organizations, I sought advice from my friend Mou, who said, "You should not have gone alone. You will never know how you get sold in this trade." I explained to her that I had known this person for a long time and therefore trusted her enough to visit this place alone. Mou said,"So what, she is just a woman working in that area. In a wink of an eye, girls get picked here. They have people around you and with one gesture you are picked up by people. You'll keep shouting and no one will be able to do anything. You'll find yourself in a totally strange place. It will be too late by the time your parents contact you. The police might not even bother to do anything and would instead blame your parents for knowingly leaving you alone. So you better be careful. Don't take risks unnecessarily."

These narratives from friends, family members, and NGO staff further reveal the cultural stereotypes and the negative attitudes that tend to portray the women in sex work as deviants and evil elements of the society. It was difficult to go against these warnings, because if anything happened the first comment would be "We advised her strictly not to go alone, still she did not listen. She called for the trouble on her own." Also, from the point of view of my research---that is, to maintain objectivity---I realized that I needed someone whom I could trust in the field without complicating the matters of the field. I needed someone who would come to my rescue in the event that a problem arose, someone whose sheer presence would provide me the moral support to conduct fieldwork without having to worry much about what my family, relatives, and neighbors would make of my interactions with him and with women on the field. [@bibr43-1049732316669338] advice of "working in pairs" when in the field was comforting, and to resolve my concerns over personal safety, I planned to hire a field assistant whose role in the project would be to escort me to the various solicitation sites. Despite advertising the position on the student's bulletin board of the Women Studies Department at Jadavpur University, I did not get any response. My attempt to hire a female social work student trainee placed with one of the NGOs during fieldwork also fell apart, as she could not convince her parents and family members to permit her to be associated with the project.

I then approached my father to accompany me to the field and for home visits, primarily with the intent of providing me with physical and psychological comfort. His presence in the field allowed me to think clearly without having to excessively worry about being followed or harassed by clients or the general public. I asked my father to meet me in a nearby area in the field soon after I had finished my meeting with the women, just to avoid being approached by clients or general public on the field. It also made a huge difference to my relations with the peer educators who acted as key informants, as they felt more responsible toward me. During home visits, I was dropped by my father in front of the women's houses, and after a brief exchange of greetings with them, he would leave me in their company and hang around in the neighborhood until I was done. Once I entered the home, he would call periodically to confirm that all was well with me. I would keep him informed about my whereabouts and maintain telephone contact with him throughout. Because I had the luxury and privilege of staying in a gated community with my father, it was not possible for anyone to enter the company's compound without having to explain to the security guard the purpose of their visit and who they were meeting. I was able to take these getaways from the field every now and then to process perceived threats and work out my plan for mitigating these risks with a clutter-free mind. By putting myself in these situations, I could relate to the stories of women, in which they spoke about their fear of being harmed or stalked even after they had arrived at home because they lived alone. I also made it a point to return home before sunset. Relying on my father's support in the field allowed me to better understand how women sex workers dealt with concerns of personal safety in the field, and why they prioritized their transactions with regular customers over transactions with new customers. My father's role in the research was simply that of a field escort; he was not present while I interviewed the women in their homes or outside of the organizational settings. I concur with scholars [@bibr30-1049732316669338] that formal support and debriefing should be made a prerequisite for studies that involve emotionally disturbing materials. In my study, emotional support from friends and family members, advice from colleagues and doctoral thesis advisors, institutional support derived through varied funding sources, and affiliating myself with scholars at the local institutions/universities enabled me to minimize negative effects from fieldwork.

While the dangers mentioned above persist in the field, sometimes real and often times imagined, it is only by bridging the insider--outsider boundaries that one can hope to get a "true" account of the lives of these women. For instance, despite the negative image of sex workers painted by family, friends, and NGOs, I enjoyed the home visits, as they allowed me to see the human aspect of the participants' lives. As I was introduced to and greeted by members of their family, I got to know my participants in their roles as mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters, too. They cooked, cleaned, disciplined their children, and performed multifarious chores for their families as they went about narrating their stories of struggles and accomplishments in their lives. Trupti took pride in the fact that despite being associated with the sex industry, she was able to arrange the marriage of her two daughters. Similarly, Madhuri shared how she saved her husband from the jaws of death, managed to have her house built through her earnings, and now sends her children to school using those same earnings. It was a big achievement for these women to be able to fend for themselves and their families without any support from government, friends, or relatives, and they had no regrets about being involved in the sex industry. On several occasions, while spending time with the women in small-scale eating joints and solicitation sites, I found myself laughing at their stories, especially when they recounted stories of how they fooled their clients by pretending to be helpless women. I also admired their courage in fighting the system as they talked about the importance of sisterhood in dealing with challenges in the field, especially the manipulations of their shared clients.

The role of IRBs is particularly important in ensuring that researchers are mentally prepared to tackle personal safety issues during the process of doing research. Scholars like [@bibr23-1049732316669338] have faced significant restrictions from their IRBs; in Irvine's case, the IRB perceived her topic as too risky. [@bibr19-1049732316669338] IRB, meanwhile, posed questions concerning her own personal safety. In my experience with the IRB boards at both the University of South Carolina and Organization "A," I was not asked any question about how I would tackle any of the risks that women experience in the field even though I was a female researcher. Most of the questions posed to me in the IRB review process were about minimizing the harm and risks for the participants of the study. In retrospect, I do think IRBs can prepare "naïve" first-time researchers, especially those who conduct fieldwork in a foreign country, to be better prepared to tackle their safety issues. They can do so by requiring investigators to identify the safety issues faced by other researchers and to put a safety plan in place to avert the risks and dangers that abound in the field. In my study, I minimized many of the risks prior to entering the field because I carried a sense of invulnerability given my privilege and background. I also felt that I had the necessary social and cultural competencies to understand my experiences in the field and to develop an impromptu response to those experiences. Having done the research, however, I now think that no matter how experienced a researcher may be, safety issues should not be neglected as this has serious effects on the research process and the quality of data collected.

This section has discussed how proactively addressing the safety issues in the field---by having my father escort me to the new fields or places, by carrying my cell phone and letting people know my whereabouts before entering and after leaving the field, and by creating support for myself by speaking to family and friends---allowed me to avoid getting carried away with the representations of risks and dangers that are created by the media; rather, I got to experience the participants as delightful, friendly, compassionate, and good-humored human beings. What's more, bridging the insider--outsider boundaries by building meaningful relationship with the participants allowed for a deeper insight into the lives of these women.

Conclusion {#section16-1049732316669338}
==========

This article aimed at highlighting the ethical and safety issues experienced by the researcher while conducting an ethnographic study with non-brothel-based female sex workers in Kolkata, India, and provided strategies to overcome these challenges. It is only by addressing the issue of trust and building meaningful relationships with the participants of the study that researchers can gain insight into the lived experiences of historically stigmatized groups like sex workers. I concur with [@bibr1-1049732316669338] that researchers need to make use of methodologies that require them to spend long amounts of time in the field, such as anthropological ethnography. The ethnographic approach used in this study was critical ethnography, defined by [@bibr42-1049732316669338] as "studies that engage in cultural critique by examining larger political, social and economic issues that focus on oppression, conflict, struggle, power, and praxis" (p. 22, as cited in [@bibr7-1049732316669338], p. 131). Departing from "conventional" ethnography, which "speaks for the participants by describing 'what is,' critical ethnography speaks on their behalf by stating 'why this is and what can be done about it'" ([@bibr7-1049732316669338], p. 22). Implicit in this approach is the desire to bring about cultural change by confronting the dominant powers on the grounds of racism, sexism, and classism so that everyone can enjoy the rights of citizenship. I participated in the lives of women through the sexual health outreach projects, and sometimes met them at their homes and public spaces. Meeting them outside at the solicitation sites allowed for a better understanding of their anxieties and fears in the field, as I too experienced the same level of anxiety, stress, and preoccupation with risks and dangers as women in the sex industry. Interacting and being seen with the participants in "spaces" marked as stigmatized enabled me to gain both the insider as well as the outsider perspective of what risks mean in their lives. Unlike survey-based approaches, engaging in field-based research allows researchers to observe and "capture the complex and layered representations of participants' shifting identities while participants co-create those identities in the research interview" ([@bibr3-1049732316669338], p. 420). Moreover, [@bibr50-1049732316669338] argues that the frequent use of conventional social science methods fuels a relationship of distrust between sex workers and feminist researchers. It is critical that researchers engage with historically marginalized and oppressed groups in a manner that ensures minimal exploitation and maximum benefits for participants, as well as the inclusion of their voices. Therefore, if we are serious about promoting social and economic justice and the rights of historically stigmatized populations, it is important that we teach our students to engage in the practice of mutuality and reciprocity, and most importantly to use reflexivity as a tool for maintaining a critical relationship with the means through which knowledge is produced and acquired ([@bibr55-1049732316669338]). It is my hope that future researchers will embrace cultural biography as a methodological framework for their research projects with stigmatized populations as it enables the researchers to build trust and rapport with the participants. By paying particular attention to the issues of diversity and power relations in the field, this methodology enables researchers to maintain an ethical stance in relating with stigmatized populations.
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Peer educators are female sex workers employed in the sexual health outreach project as peer educators; in this capacity, they played an important role in linking organizational services to other sex workers in their social networks. As peer educators, these women were required to conduct outreach services at the various solicitation sites, and to escort the women to clinics for sexually transmitted disease treatment, counseling, and the provision of female and male condoms.
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